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Introduction
In our three year project, we have been developing 
a portfolio of students’ oral works. The focus in 2015 
was on students’ self-assessment, and in 2016 it was 
on the students’ and teacher’s reflections on learning. 
In 2017, we asked students  to evaluate scaffolding 
techniques,  i.e.  the support  they receive  to achieve 
the purpose of making short speeches and carrying 
out a simple conversation.
The present work is concerned with the notion of 
scaffolding  and  the  contribution  that  scaffolding 
strategies can make to the process of accomplishing 
objectives  in  the  class  of  Spanish  as  a  foreign 
language in one semester. 
This work is divided into three parts: 
1） Portfolio  of  oral  communication:  contents  and 
characteristics of the portfolio.
2） Scaffolding:  concept,  literature  review,  and 
strategies used during the process of learning and 
practicing until  students produced speeches and 
one dialogue.
3） Students’ reflection on the scaffolding resources 
and their own improvement. 
1. Portfolio of oral communication
We made a collection of oral works of 98 students 
of  Spanish （level A1）, which  reflects  closely  the 
learning situation during the first semester of 2017, 
and shows what students have accomplished within 
that  context （Table1）. Portfolios  involve one oral 
work that synthesized each of the five topics of the 
first semester, and the final dialogue as an oral test 
（Table 2）. The expected  time （1~2 minutes） was 
decided  after  considering  that  students need  one 
minute or one minute and a half for salutation, name, 
alphabet  and  saying  five  numbers  in  the  first 
recorded video. They acquire vocabulary and gain 
fluency with oral communication practice, thus need 
at least two minutes for the synthesis of each lesson. 
Students write a synthesis of the contents learned at 
the end of each semester  in one A4 page, and need 
about three minutes to deliver a speech based in that 
report.  As  regards  a  dialogue,  each  student  is 
required  to  speak about 3～4 minutes,  therefore a 
dialogue including the contents of five topics requires 
approximately  7  minutes,  depending  on  speed, 
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pauses,  organization  of  the  contents,  and  other 
factors.
Students were asked to reflect on their works, and 
assess their own progress in terms of how long they 
could speak （Table 3）, and also assess the scaffolding 
strategies used in the classroom. Therefore, the main 
research  question  here  is  to  find  out  whether 
students  are  able  to  go  beyond  evaluating  their 
progress  in  terms of how much  they can  talk, and 
also  evaluate  the  resources  that  help  them 
accomplish  the goals  set  for  the  semester.  In  the 
following part we refer to the concept of scaffolding 
and  the  contextual  frame where  scaffolding  has 
place.
Table 1. Steps in Portfolio Assessment of Oral communication
Objectives Grammatical precision, pronunciation, organization of the speech or dialogue.
Task Produce a speech as a synthesis of each lesson and a dialogue at the end of each semester.
Criteria 
for 
evaluation
Correct use of verbs, appropriate vocabulary, noun/adjective agreement, pronunciation,  intonation, 
coherence, organization, a certain  level of creativity and spontaneity.  In a dialogue, maintenance of 
interaction is considered. Time/content relation. 
Organization Students’ oral works are video-taped and included in their files.
Evaluation  Students’ reflection and evaluation of their accomplishment and the resources.
Table 3. Results of students’ dialogues recorded in their portfolios （length of dialogues in minutes）
Engineering
Mon/Thu 
Engineering
Tue/Fri 
Economy/Law
Wed/Fri 
1 6:18 6:32 5:18
2 4:47 6:49 6:55
3 4:35 5:00 6:14
4 5:03 7:13 11:06
5 3:39 4:19 5:30
6 4:03 6:27 4:14
7 4:07 4:46 8:13
8 5:15 5:14 6:24
9 5:19 4:51 6:31
10 5:04 6:49 5:30
11 5:00 5:36 5:27
12 4:04 6:54 6:45
13 9:33 7:42
Table 2. Contents of students’ portfolios
1 Salutation  Name  Alphabet  Numbers
2 Salutation  Name  Information with numbers
3 Salutation  Complete self-introduction
4 Salutation  Name  Likes-Dislikes
5 Synthesis （including Description of people and professions）
Group Dialogue
Expected Time  Speech 1～2 minutes  Dialogue 7 minutes  Synthesis 3 minutes
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2 ．Scaffolding
2.1　Concept and central ideas
The term “scaffolding” comes  from the works of 
Wood, Bruner,  and Ross （1976） regarding parent-
child  talk  in  the  early  years.  Scaffolding,  as  a 
temporary assistance  in  the process of building or 
repairing  a  building,  has  become  a metaphor  for 
temporary help and support during  the process of 
learning.  In  the classroom,  this  term refers  to  the 
“temporary, but essential,  nature of  the mentor’s 
assistance” （Maybin, Mercer, and Stierer, 1992:186） 
in  support ing  learners  to  accompl ish  tasks 
successfully. Scaffolding is not just another word for 
help.  Scaffolding  is “the  temporary  assistance by 
which a  teacher helps  a  learner know how  to do 
something so  that  the  learner will  later be able  to 
complete a  similar  task alone” （Gibbons,  2015:16）. 
The  process  of  scaffolding  involves  a  present 
challenge, is future-oriented, and aimed at increasing 
the independence of the learner. 
Zhao and Orey （1999, cited in Rajindra et al n/d） 
identify  five  general  features  of  the  scaffolding 
process.  The  first  is  sharing  a  specific  goal : 
establishing  a  shared  goal  allows  students  to 
collaborate. The second  is  the whole task approach: 
each feature or part of the lesson is presented as  it 
relates to the whole task and its result. The third is 
the  immediate availability of help:  students remain 
motivated  if  they receive  the necessary assistance 
for  a  task. Fourth  is  an optimal  level  of help:  the 
learner  should be given  enough guidance  only  in 
those  areas he  or  she  cannot master  one his/her 
own. The fifth is conveying an expert model: a task 
should be demonstrated with a clear model. 
2.2　Creating contexts for learning
In the classroom, we can relate scaffolding to two 
educat i ona l   f rames ,   the   Zone   o f   Prox ima l 
Development and the degree of intellectual challenge 
of a certain task. 
   
Scaffolding is the actual practice of Vygotsky’ Zone 
of  Proximal  Development,  which  refers  to  the 
distance, or the cognitive gap, between what a child 
can do unaided and what the child can do jointly and 
in  coordination with a more  skilled expert.  In  the 
language classroom,  this  is  the constant process of 
teachers giving assistance and  learners  acquiring 
knowledge and getting independence. 
The  support  provided  by  teachers  is  closely 
related  to  the  degree  of  intellectual  challenge 
required by a certain task. Mariani （1997） provided 
a useful diagram  to  illustrate  this  relation.  In  the 
diagram,  the vertical “challenge” axis  indicates  the 
level  of  the  tasks  the  students  are  doing.  The 
horizontal “support” axis indicates the extent of the 
support  the  teacher provides. The  four quadrants 
correspond to four kinds of classroom environments: 
（1） high challenge,  low support: a difficult task with 
little assistance generates  frustration and students 
Figure 1. Four Zones of Teaching and Learning （adapted from Mariani 1997）
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want to give up; （2） low challenge, low support: this 
is the case of a very simple task with neither support 
nor  attention by  the  teacher  and  the  situation  is 
generally boring; （3） low challenge, high support:  in 
this  case,  students  are  not  challenged  and  the 
teacher  is  too  supportive,  and  the goal  is  getting 
grades;  and （4） high challenge, high  support:  this 
refers to a challenging task that requires effort, and 
in this case the teacher should reflect on the nature 
of the scaffolding necessary so that the students can 
perform the assigned task.
2.3　Literature review
Gibbons （2015） refers  to  scaffolding  strategies 
from the perspective of  literacy and points that the 
levels of required  literacy has changed according to 
new contexts. This author introduces the concept of 
a dialogic approach, associated with high  levels of 
teacher support. The positive aspect  in this work is 
the application of  scaffolding  strategies  to  a wide 
range of activities within all the linguistic skills.
Rivera （2010） observed scaffolding strategies  in a 
class where students analyzed the concepts “utopia” 
and “dystopia”.  This  author  maintains  that 
scaffolding supports students’  learning and several 
learning styles within a collaborative setting where 
students teach others and learn from others. 
Fields （2017） offers strategies and activities  that 
can be used in any subject, adapted to any level, and 
practiced with any classroom language. This author 
proposes a CLIL perspective （Content and Language 
Integrated Learning） so each technique has a double 
focus:  for  teachers, who  aim  at  getting  students 
involved  in  their own education,  for  students, who 
can find enjoyment in the interaction with materials 
and can assimilate new knowledge almost seamlessly. 
In Spanish as a Foreign Language, García Iglesias, 
Méndez Marassa and Saura Rami （2014）, analyzed 
several scaffolding strategies to encourage students’ 
participation in knowledge construction. The present 
work,  in  the class of Spanish as a  foreign  language, 
focuses on  the  students’ assessment of  scaffolding 
strategies:  to what  extent  those  strategies were 
useful for students to reach their goals.
2.4　Scaffolding strategies
During one semester, students moved from being 
able to say “I am + Name” to a 3-minute speech and 
a 4～7-minute conversation （Figure 2）. We  furnish 
students with vocabulary and grammar structures so 
that  they  can  read very  short  texts. Those  short 
texts,  together with  texts  in  listening  activities 
（CrazyTalk speech, TA in video, TA in person） are 
taken as models for writing their own compositions. 
Figure 2 Scaffolding process for oral communication
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At the same time, students have oral communication 
practice with teaching assistants. Students’ writings 
become  content  of  their  speeches,  which  are 
recorded in video and kept in portfolios.
We have used the  following scaffolding strategies 
synthesized by Walqui （2006） and Moro （n/d）: 
Organization aids:  this means  presenting  new 
linguistic  structures with  clear visual patterns  so 
that students can assimilate new information without 
long explanations. 
✔  Grammatical  structures are presented  in  tables 
that allow students to see the structure and also 
the combination of words. Regarding vocabulary, 
we use mapping to present new words and their 
relation to the topic we were studying. 
Bridging:  this  strategy refers  to  the activation of 
prior knowledge so as to build connections. Bridging 
allows new structures  to be built on previous ones. 
When  using  this  strategy  students  realize  that 
previously  studied  contents  and  also  everyday 
knowledge are always valued in class （Walqui, 2006）. 
✔  Students  in Tohoku University study Spanish for 
the  first  time,  therefore at  the beginning of  the 
academic  course, when  relating  new  contents 
with prior knowledge we made connections with 
English grammar.
Grading and recycling  are  also  considered 
scaffolding  strategies. Cunningsworth （1984:25） 
defines grading as “the speed with which the student 
progresses,  how much material  is  introduced  in a 
given number of hours, how close  together or how 
far apart new grammatical structures are in relation 
to  each  other,  how  much  new  vocabulary  is 
introduced  in  each  unit  and  so  on”.  What  is 
important  in  this context  is  the amount of practice 
material between two new things and the way they 
are linked. Any given topic or new vocabulary item 
is  presented  and  practiced more  than  once  in  a 
variety of contexts, uses and situations,  in order  to 
provide the learner with insight into how to use the 
target language. This consolidation is called recycling, 
which  is  intrinsically  related  to  the way of  course 
progression,  linearly or cyclically （Cunningsworth, 
1984: 22-30）. 
✔  Students are evaluated with tests, homework and 
short speeches, so the same content  is evaluated 
with  different methods,  as  shown  in Table  4. 
Besides, the content of previous units is added to 
the new one and revised. Thus, students develop 
a  3-minute  speech naturally,  after  revising  the 
Table 4. Grading and recycling of contents in semester 1
Evaluation of the first semester: units 1,2,3,4,5
Homework 1
2
3
4
5
Content of 
each 
homework
Unit 1
Unit 2
Unit 3
Unit 4
Unit 5 and Synthesis of 5 units
Tests 1
2
3
Contents of 
each test
Unit 1
Units 2, 3
Units 4, 5
Speeches 1
2
3
4
Synthesis
Contents of 
each 
speech
Unit 1
Units 1, 2
Units 1, 2, 3
Units 4, 5
Units 1, 2, 3, 4, 5
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content several times and in different ways.
Contextualization :   this  strategy  consists  of 
surrounding  new  concepts  and  topics  with  an 
environment which provides meaning and helps  to 
clarify those new aspects. 
✔  The material prepared for the classes establishes 
analogies between new structures and students’ 
experiences: there are references to Japan, Sendai, 
and Tohoku University, for example. In productive 
skills （writing and  speaking） students  refer  to 
their likes and dislikes, their hometown and their 
hobbies.
Modeling flow: models of the natural presentation of 
linguistic structures were provided,  indicating their 
use.   The  ability  to  connect  ideas  is  a  skill  and 
providing  good models  for  interconnection  is  a 
strategy in itself. 
✔  Students were given models about how to connect 
two, and then three paragraphs so as to make a 
natural speech and to remember the content by 
making connections between the parts of a  text 
written for a speech. 
Meta-cognitive development:  helping  students  to 
think about how they study and learn. This involves 
becoming aware of  the most effective strategies  for 
each particular  activity,  and enabling  students  to 
consciously apply those strategies while engaging in 
activities.  
✔  When  students watch  their  recorded  speeches, 
they are asked to reflect on how they learned the 
content they employed in the speeches. 
Text representation:  the same text  is presented  in 
different ways. One way in which students can get a 
complete  understanding  of  new  language  is  by 
engaging in activities that require the transformation 
of linguistic constructions from one genre to another 
or working with a text presented in different forms. 
✔  Students are exposed  to several versions of  the 
same  text,  for  listening,  reading,  speaking,  and 
writing, with  new  aspects  or  new  challenges 
introduced each time. 
Modeling: during the  learning process, students are 
given a demonstration, not only of each step  in  the 
task but  also  the  completed  task  so  as  to have a 
complete image of what is expected from them.
✔  Students are given models of what  they should 
aim at, models are presented  in  three different 
ways.  Thus,  an  example  of  the  speech  that 
learners should produce  is given  to  them  in  the 
following ways:  a）  in  a video  recorded with  a 
software called CrazyTalk7 PRO for Mac, b） in a 
video recorded by a teaching assistant, and c） a 
demonstration by a  teaching assistant. Versions 
“a” and “b” are complemented by several other 
writing activities. Version “c” is complemented by 
reading: the teaching assistant will listen to all the 
s tudents   ind iv idua l l y   and   correc t   the i r 
pronunciation.
3 ．Students’ reflection on the scaffolding 
resources and their own improvement
The survey we conducted elicited responses from 
98 students. We considered 32 among these with the 
following characteristics: students who had recorded 
all  the required speeches, and only  fully completed 
surveys were considered: students who had watched 
all  his/her  recorded  speeches  and  reflected upon 
them, students who had considered all the scaffolding 
resources  used  in  class  and  had  supported  their 
answers with  comments  and  reflections,  students 
who had clearly  stated  their original  expectations 
and  their  actual  achievements,  indicated  their 
shortcomings and  their own ways  for  fixing  them, 
and defined strategies  for  learning  in  the  following 
semester.
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At the end of  the semester, students were asked 
to check their work and reflect on:   a） the relation 
between their expectations and actual achievements, 
b）  to what  extent  the  resources  helped  in  their 
accomplishments:  to what extent did  they  feel  the 
resources  and assistance were  sufficient,  clear  to 
understand, difficult,  attractive,  tedious,  close  to or 
far from students’ circumstances.
✔  Organizers for new structures and vocabulary. 
✔  Bridging between old and new structures.
a） Regarding the relation between what students’ 
expected and what they achieved, 4 students out 
of 32 considered  that  their achievements were 
disappointing considering their expectations. One 
the  other  hand,  28 were  satisfied with  their 
accomplishments. See Table 5
b）  The  students’  reflections  on  scaffolding 
strategies are being utilized to make a synthesis 
of students’ replies:
Table 5. Students’ reflection on their expectations and achievements
Expectations Achievements 
Only salutations
Only grammar and lists of words
I did not know how much I could learn to talk
Name and origin
At first, I could speak 1 o 2 minutes
Make questions and maintain a simple dialogue
Pronunciation
Could actually use grammar and vocabulary
I was surprised of how much I could talk in a short time
A very complete self-introduction and introduction of 
another person. 
When I made the synthesis I spoke 4 minutes
28 （+）
A simple dialogue
More fluent and natural speech
I can speak 5 minutes, I want to speak 10 minutes
I wanted to speak more
I memorized words and structures but at the time of 
speaking, it does not sound natural
4 （-）
Easy to understand （32） Other comments: 
（+） files and explanations also easy to understand; after the explanation, memorization; comparison with English is 
useful; links among structures is smooth
（-） more grammar is necessary; a little more detailed explanation to complement tables and graphics
✔  Grading and recycling
✔  Text representation
Practice, repetition, revision: enough （30）, not enough （2）
（+） homework allow a general revision; combination of class activities, speeches and tests allow repetition and 
revision of topics
（-） more revision needed before tests; writing practice not enough
✔  Developing metacognition
Memorize words and structures, and produce a speech with a natural flow （32）
（25 +） Listen to Spanish; watch videos uploaded in ISTU, organize contents inside the head, practice with classmates 
and TA; practice pronunciation with TA and videos
（7 -） Students were able to mention aspects they could not master: third person, informal expressions, pronouns, 
articles, accent, intonation （regarding intonation, one of the students required more help from the TA）
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Students were asked to assess the three types of 
models they were shown to illustrate the final result 
they were expected  to achieve （Fig. 3）. Out of 32 
students,  22  students  were  in  favor  of  TA’s 
demonstration. The main  reason  they mentioned 
was:  the  teaching  assistants  speak naturally  and 
a lways  add  explanat ions  at   the  end  of   the 
demonstration. The 8 students who considered that 
the TA in video was the best support mentioned the 
following  reasons:  slow pace  and  it  is  possible  to 
watch as many times as necessary. Only 2 students 
had a positive opinion of listening activities based on 
soft CrazyTalk7. Most  of  the  students  considered 
that  it was hard  to  follow mainly because  it was 
difficult  to understand when words and sentences 
started and ended.
Conclusion 
We would  like  to  address  a  frequently  asked 
question about pedagogical scaffolding  for  language 
learners: what’s new  in  scaffolding  instruction  for 
language teaching and learning? What is different is 
teachers’ extensive use of scaffolds after they have 
been assessed by  their users,  the  students. Once 
students have reflected on the resources they used, 
we can  rely on  those  resources  students  consider 
easier to understand and more effective for learning. 
In fact, student reflection on the scaffolding process 
is  analyzed  in  order  to  make  the  necessary 
adjustments  in  the content of  the classes and  the 
strategies  to  get  objectives  for  the  following 
semester,  according  to  students’ views. Further 
✔  Contextualization
（+） 32
Express likes and dislikes 
Speak about one’s interests and personal aspects makes learning more natural
✔  Modeling
Figure 3. Students’ reflection on three types of support for modeling: TA in person, TA in video, computer software 
for listening activities.
10 
 
(7 -) Students were able to mention aspects they could not master: third person, informal expressions, 
pronouns, articles, accent, intonation (regarding intonation, one of the students required more help from the 
TA) 
 
 Contextualization 
(+) 32 
Express likes and dislikes  
Speak about one’s interests and personal aspects makes learning more natural 
 
 Modeling 
Students were asked to assess the three types of 
models they were shown to illustrate the final 
result they were expected to achieve (Fig. 3). 
Out of 32 students, 22 students were in favor of TA’s 
demonstration. The main reason they mentioned 
was: the teaching assistants speak naturally and 
always add explanations at the end of the 
demonstration. The 8 students who considered that 
the TA in video was the best support mentioned the 
following reasons: slow pace and it is possible to 
watch as many times as necessary. Only 2 students 
had a positive opinion of listening activities based on 
soft CrazyTalk7. Most of the students considered 
that it was hard to follow mainly because it was 
difficult to understand when words and sentences 
started and ended.
 
            
 
 
 
 TA video CrazyTalk7 PRO for Mac software TA demo 
(+) Easy to follow Slow and easy to understand Easy to understand 
Demo and explanation
(-) Difficult  
Too fluent and 
fast 
The voice is a machine 
New words 
Difficult to tell when sentences and words end
One voice is unpleasant and the other has a 
low pitch 
Fast 
Fast 
 
 
 
 
Easiest, clearest 
and easy to follow: 
TA demonstration 
+ 22 students 
Most difficult and hard to 
follow: CrazyTalk7 software 
+ 2 students 
In between: 
TA in video 
+ 8 students 
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research, observation, and analysis are necessary so 
as to consider the concept of “fading” （strategies no 
longer needed） in the process of supporting learning.
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